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Because we were asked to 

identify every fragment of 

human tissue, the smallest, 

most damaged samples were 

repeatedly tested. Each 

time—particularly, as we 

optimized protocols—we 

hoped to reveal a few more 

loci.The more compromised 

the sample, the more 

attempts we made to coax 

out the data. 

Robert Shaler 

Integration of the DNA 
effort in the overall 
response to a mass fatality 
disaster requires extensive 
communication between 
the laboratory and all other 
units with responsibility. 
One crucial lesson learned 
during the WTC DNA identi
fication project is that it 
is impossible to over-
communicate during a mass 
fatality incident response. 
Aspects of DNA identifica
tion may not be understood 
by other groups that are 
involved in a mass disaster 
response; for example, 

sending a communication about collecting 
remains in clean paper—rather than plastic—bags 
could make the difference between obtaining a 

full 13-locus STR profile and a partial or failed pro
file. It is the project manager’s responsibility to 
ensure that the laboratory’s needs are understood 
by other response agencies. 

As individuals and groups become preoccupied 
with their own obligations during a mass fatality 
response effort, it is possible to forget that intro
ducing a seemingly minor change in the DNA 
identification process can affect the entire effort. 
To minimize miscommunication, the project man
ager should establish a single point of contact in 
each group involved. Regular meetings among 
key participants should be held. And, although the 
DNA project manager may initially have to guide 
the discussion to reduce digressions, these for
mal lines of communication are crucial. 

The project manager should meet with the ME at 
least once a week. The meeting agenda should 
include: 
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